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Death in a Strange Land: 
Burial Practices and Memorials 
in Il Cirnitero l 'Unione Italiana, 
Tampa's c.1900 Italian 
Immigrant Cemetery 
Maureen .J . Pa tri c k 
The Italian immjgrant community 
in Tampa 
Y
bor City, a planned community 
founded by ciga r manufacturers in 
1886, re lied on immigrant laborers 
from its outset . The first and larg-
es t group of these ca me from Cuba, where 
the tobacco trade was we ll-es tablished . Eth-
nic Spa nia rds (nati ves of Cuba or Spain) 
made up the transplanted trade's "white 
co lla r" wo rk.fo rce, holding (as they did in 
Cuba) the more highly paid administ ra -
tive a nd sala ried positions. However, labo r 
agents and word of mouth ve ry quic kly en-
ticed large numbe rs of ra nk-and-file work-
ers from countries othe r than Spain and 
Cuba. The industry so lic ited and acquired 
thousa nds of Ita lians, nea rl y a ll directly 
fro m Sicily o r from U.S . communities to 
whi c h Sicili a ns had a lready e migra ted . 
Some of the ea rliest to reach the area ca me 
from New Orlea ns, Louis ia na and St. Cloud , 
Florida , whe re the suga r ca ne industry had 
att racted s ignifica nt numbe rs of Sicilian 
worke rs. Back-brea king labor conditi ons 
a nd nativist violence in those se ttlements 
ca used many Sic il ia ns to look elsewhere fo r 
work , and the tiny but ballooning commu-
ni ty of Yhor City a ttracted their a tte ntion. 
Th rough communication with re latives and 
fri e nds still in Sic ily (who we re further 
stimulated by the efforts of labor agents) , 
these ea rl y Sicilian immigra nts initia ted a 
"cha in migration" to Ta mpa. At firs t a trick-
le , the strea m of Sicilians to Ta mpa reached 
several hundred pe r yea r by 1895, provid-
ing some of the 4,683 workers in the 120 
ciga r fac tories of Ybor City,1 as well as la-
borers in the other trades and enterprises 
that Ita lians practiced in the area. 2 
Initially shut out by Cuban and Spanish 
tabaqueros , the Sicilian worke rs pe rsisted 
in their efforts to gain jobs in Ybor City's to-
bacco industry. By apprenticing themselves 
fo r little or no remuneration in chinchales 
(small indepe ndent c iga r manufac tories, 
sometimes loca ted in private homes) fo r as 
long as a yea r, Sicilian workers acquired 
and ga ined speed a t the complex skill s nec-
essa ry to meet high production quotas in 
the la rge fac tories. Some Sicilians took the 
menial positions (such as sweeping the ga-
lerias or workrooms) ava ilable to them in 
the industry's early decades and , through 
close observa tion of ciga r workers on the 
job, achieved enough fa miliarity with the 
trade to me rit more remunera tive employ-
me nt. By 1920, Sicilians made up the sec-
ond la rgest group of rank-and-file workers 
in Ta mpa's tobacco trade. That trade , by 
1900, was producing 20 million cigars a 
yea r.J 
Conside ring the difficul ties that con-
fronted the m when immigra nt Ita lian work-
ers firs t tried to penetra te the ciga r industry 
loca ll y, it is fo rtunate that many had the 
resourcefulness and skills to find othe r 
occupations. Averse to public welfa re, Ta m-
pa's immigrant Sicilians made pane e La-
bore (bread and work) the ir ra llying c ry, 
and fo rmed a large and dive rse labor com-
muni ty. l\ilany Sicilians started fa rms and 
in short orde r became Ybor City's chief 
suppli e rs of dairy produc ts , vege ta bles , 
and mea t. Sic ilians also es tablished marine 
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The Mortellaro Macaroni Factory, c . 1908. (Courtesy of the Ybor City Museum Society.) 
product ventures; Tampa's oldest seafood 
suppliers are Sicilian. Sicilian pasta facto-
ries produced that specialty foodstuff for 
the local community and for shipping out of 
the area. Ybor City's Mortellaro Macaroni 
Factory4, founded in 1908, was one of the 
first enterprises of its kind in the Southeast. 
Groceries, restaurants, saloons, and bak-
eries were founded by Sicilian families and 
throve for decades. Many of those early 
family names are still encountered in Tam-
pa's and the Southeast's food merchant 
community: Demmi, Castellano, Pizzo, Fi-
carotta, Midulla, Greco, Licata, Spoto, 
Guagliardo, Valenti, Alessi , Ferlita, Geraci, 
Cacciatore, Pardo . The import trade in Ital-
ian olive oil was, predictably, started and 
dominated by Italians, as was wine import. 
Apart from food-related industries, an 
array of trades and professions in ea rly 
Tampa reflected Sicilian industry and re-
sourcefulness. The barbering ,tailoring, and 
dry cleaning trades , as well as wrought iron, 
masonry, decora tive stucco, and woodwork 
were dominated by Sicilians within the first 
few decades of the ethnic population's in-
stallment locally. Venues for thea ter and 
opera provided work for Italian singers , mu-
s icians, actors , and arts educators; some 
visited the locale seasonally but others took 
up residence perma nently, leading to a 
strong Italian artistic presence that persist-
ed well into the 1930s.:> Even the business 
of birthing babies showed Sicilian influ-
ence: Ybor City's most popular practitioner 
was "Dona Pepina" (Giuseppina Valenti) , an 
immigrant from Sicily who held a degree in 
midwifery from the Un ive rs ity of Palermo. 
Even as they acculturated to their New 
World environment, many of these ea rly 
Italians clung to Old World ways . As late as 
1905, the Tampa Morning Tribune noted 
that Sicilian immigrants living in Ybor City 
"still wear native garb-"6 Clothing was not 
the only manifestation of immigrants' rel-
uctance to aba ndon native outlooks and 
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i\ n Ita li an groce ry in Ybor City, 1940s. (Courtesy of the Ybor City Mu seum Society.) 
prac tices. Social orga niza tion, courtship and 
ma rriage, food ways, la nguage, politica l ide-
ologies, religion a nd supe rs tition , funerary 
practices: in these as in other behaviors, Si-
c ilians in Ybor City re ta ined outlooks and 
practices that preserved their cultural her-
itage and provided a sense of security in a 
s tra nge and often hostile environment. De-
spite la rge numbers , ga inful employment, 
a nd their co llec tive growth and develop-
ment as an e thnic enclave within the larger 
Ta mpa community, the Sicilians of Ybor 
City re ta ined a sense of cultu ra l insularity. 
I li storian Ga ry Mormino has described the 
phe nomenon thusly: "Primitive conditions 
and phys ical isola tion intensified e thnic 
ide ntities from within , while rac ial and na-
tivist hostility imposed a sense of shared 
community from without. "7 
The dynamics of "shared community" 
were imple mented by vigorous and pro tec-
tive social o rga niza tions . For the Ita lians of 
Ybor City, the most stable and influential of 
these was l 'Unione Italiana. 
L'Unione ltaliana (The Italian Club) 
Like all the immigra nt populations of 
ea rly Ybor City, Sicilians organized mutual 
aid socie ties. For the Italians - as fo r other 
groups - these socie ties supplied more than 
a locus fo r paesani affilia tion . The Centro 
Espaiiol, Centro Asturiano, German-Amer-
ican Socie ty, the Young Men's Hebrew As-
sociation, the Union Marti-Maceo, l'Unione 
Italiana : these organiza tions provided re-
sources (mate rial, informational, social) to 
both ass ist immigrants' accultu ra tion and 
prese rve/pro mote their e thni c he ritage. 
Over time , the club buildings that housed 
these socie ties became cultura l documents 
in the ir own right, grand arc hitec tu ra l 
sta tements that bespoke cultu ral distinc-
tiveness and the achievements of immi-
grant populations in Tampa. 
The Italian social club's vernacular his-
to ry asse rts that in 1894 five young men 
met a t a grocery store a t Fourteenth Stree t 
and Sixth Avenue in Ybor City. The socie ty 
they fo rmed became known as L'Unione 
ltaliana, or the Italian Club.8 Club records 
date this initial meeting to April 4 , 1894 ,9 
while a lengthy public notice in the August 
22 , 1894 Tampa Daily Times records l'Un-
ione's organizational protocols in detail. lO 
L'Unione raised .$40 ,000 in 191011 to 
SS 
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build its first clubhouse, a three-story build-
ing on Seventh Avenue between Seven-
teenth and Eighteenth Streets. This was an 
impress ive sum for the tim e and represent-
ed the prodigious industry and soaring am-
bitions of the local Italian community. In 
1915, when the building was destroyed by 
fire, members wasted no time in drafting 
plans for a new and even grander club-
house . Without doubt the most elegant of 
the surviving social club buildings in Ybor 
City, the c.1918 l'Unione Italiana, located 
a t 1731 East Seventh Avenue , is designated 
a Na tional Historic Landmark and con-
tributed to the nomination of Ybor City as 
a Landmark Historic District. The serene 
elegance of the three and a half story neo-
classical structure belies its historically 
crowded docket of membe r events and ser-
vices; local historian Anthony Pizzo de-
scribed the club in its heyday as "a beehive 
of activity. "12 
From the outset, l'Unione Italiana in-
cluded eight committees: Recreation , Bene-
fit, Sports, Dispensary, Building, Finance , 
Purchasing, and Cemetery. Of these, the 
Benefit and Cemetery committees are the 
most pertinent to this study, since their ac-
tivities sprang from and e mpowered tradi-
tional Sicilian practices surrounding dea th , 
burial , and memorializa tion . 
Funerary practices in the Italian 
immigrant community of Tampa, 
1886 - 1921 
The Old World customs and beliefs that 
accompanied Sicilian immigrants to Ybor 
City addressed many areas of their lives , 
but none so markedly and durably as dea th , 
burial , and memorialization . Gary Mor-
mino has posited that the displacement 
from friends , family, and patria was most 
wrenching for immigra nts when they con-
sidered the consequences of dea th fa r from 
the comforting social context of home. "Im-
migrants," Mormino suggests , "terrified of 
dying un attended a nd unno ticed in a 
strange land and concerned about the un-
certainties facing them, banded together to 
formalize the rituals of life and cleath. "13 
In Ybor City's Italian immigrant commu-
nity, the "rituals of life and death" included 
elaborate funerals. In 1893, the Tampa 
Morning Tribune described one such funer-
al, displaying "a corpse carried by fo ur large 
men with uplifted hats , followed by a brass 
band, then an empty hearse and carriage 
preceding the regular concourse of sorrow-
ing rela tives and sobbing fri ends. "14 
Longtime Ita lian res idents of Ybor City 
recalled other funerary protocols fo r immi-
grant families. Ybor City had no mortuaries 
until the 1940sl s and so corpses were usu-
ally laid out a t home (on ice, to prevent 
decomposition in the intense heat.) As in 
the 1893 funera l described by the Tampa 
Morning Tribune , fun era l processions 
might include hundreds of mourne rs . Mem-
bers of l'Unione Ita liana were required 
to attend and the procession inva ri ably 
paused before both the deceasecl's home 
and the clubhouse, where Ame rica n and 
Ita lian flags carried in the procession were 
clipped in respect. In 1911 , the Tampa 
Morning Tribune noted that the funeral 
cortege of Pasquale Lazzara had "300 me m-
bers [of l'Unione ] .. . costumed according to 
the rules of the socie ty."16 Workers in the 
cigar factories routinely left work fo r these 
funerary events, which might last for some 
hours. 
J\s was true for othe r immigrant mutual 
aid societies in Ybor City, l'Unione Italiana 
was expected, from its inception , to address 
membe rs' dea th and burial needs by pro-
viding monetary benefits , not just marche rs 
in fun eral corteges. L'Unione's initia l char-
ter asserts that the club shall "a id such 
members of the social assoc iation as may 
become sick and to provide for the paying 
of the burial ex penses of such members as 
may die ."17 Th e original dea th benefit fund 
allotment to me mbe rs was one doll a r 
apiece ; this rose by the 1930s to three hun-
dred dollars. In addition to paying death 
benefits , the society provided what Antho-
ny Pizzo described as "burial services in the 
magnificent and up to ela te cemetery that 
the Society owns, without cost to the fami-
ly. "18 That cemetery was and is fl Cimitero 
l'Unione Jtaliana. 
11 Cimitero l'Unione Italiana 
(The Italian Club Cemetery) 
Any study that addresses dea th and bur-
ial in Tampa's ea rl y Italian immigra nt com-
munity encounte rs a pauc ity of evidentia ry 
material culture from the yea rs 1850 to 
1893, when the first burials took place in fl 
Cimitero l'Unione Italiana. Only a tiny 
handful of graves ide ntifiable as those of 
Italian immigra nts appea r in the St. Louis 
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(Catholic) section of Oaklawn Cemetery, 
the c.1850 public burying ground located 
on the outskirts of Tampa , some two miles 
from the immigrant enclave of Ybor City. 
Nearly all of the Oaklawn Italian graves a re 
of prominenti, important and/or well-to-do 
persons from the early Italian community 
in Ta mpa. There are provocative and unan-
swered questions regarding th e where-
abouts of Tampa Itali ans' graves, especia lly 
those of ordinary immigrants who came in 
numbers to Ybor City after its 1886 found-
ing and who died prior to the founding of 
the Italian Club Cemetery. One speculation 
is that there were few Italian dea ths in that 
pe riod , since most very early immigrants 
were young adult males. (A U.S. manuscript 
census from 1900 revealed only one Ybor 
City Italian - Annetta Vencento - over the 
age of sixty five.19) This speculation over-
looks the high local incidence of diseases 
that killed age-indiscriminately - typhus , 
tuberculosis, mal a ria , chole ra , dengue 
fever, and yellow fever - and dea ths by ac-
cident. To date , no sa tisfactory information 
has come to light that might locate more 
Italian immigrant burials from this period . 
In 1896, the Ita lian Club purchased a 
plot of land two miles north of Ybor City 
from the Armwood family, who farmed in 
the vicinity and had other enterprises in 
Tampa 's early African American communi-
ty. (Blanche Armwood, a prominent educa-
tor, is buried at the site , along with other 
members of the fami ly.) A later donation of 
land by the Armwoods expanded the burial 
ground. The property, the main gate to 
which is located at 'l\venty-sixth Street and 
'l\venty- third Avenue, was forma lly dedicat-
ed as a cemetery in 1900 (though numerous 
burials took place at the site between 1893 
and 1900.) 
The Italian Club Cemetery is both dense-
ly and democratically populated. There are 
gra nd family mausoleums, final tes taments 
to immigrant families who arrived in the re-
gion with very little and gained, over time , 
very much , both socially and materially. 
There are also (in greater numbers) , the 
graves of very humble Tampa Italians: 
worke rs in cigar factories, groceries, iron 
foundries, dry cleaners , barbershops. Men 
and women are represented in near equal 
numbers, and - as in all cemeteries dating 
to the la te nineteenth century - there are 
many graves of ch ildren and infants. The fa -
mous and infamous lie side by side in the 
graveyard; mafiosi sleep undisturbed in the 
same ground as profess ional baseball play-
ers , mass murder victims, and WVvlI com-
bat dead. 
In terms of aesthetics, fl Cimitero l'Un-
ione Italiana presents a startling visual 
contrast to mainstream American burying 
grounds of the region and era. It is quite 
crowded, not by accident but by des ign , 
with even the earliest buria ls placed in 
almost claustrophobic proximity to one an-
other. Low railings of stone or masonry sep-
ara te the gravesites, sometimes by only a 
few inches. Imported cypresses - features of 
European burial grounds - dot the land-
scape . There are very few signs of the rural 
cemetery aesthetic so prevalent in Ameri-
can burying grounds at the time the Italian 
Club Cemetery was created: no winding 
pathways, virtua lly no decora tive iron plot 
enclosures,20 no memorial plantings or art-
fu l landscaping, minimal statuary of the 
sleeping lamb, broken column, and weeping 
willow variety. One notes, now and then , 
a Masonic emblem or Knights of Colum-
bus shield on a grave marker, but they are 
sparse in comparison to mainstream Amer-
ican graveyards where fraternal symbolism 
is prolific and varied. While fl Cimitero Un-
ione Jtaliana contains some elegant family 
tombs with statuary, stained glass windows, 
and wrought iron gates (and one large mod-
ern multiple-vault mausoleum), many more 
of the tightly packed graves are modest, 
with marke rs of granite or marble, while a 
sizeable number carry masonry markers 
decorated with stylized floral or geometric 
motifs in glazed tile . Inscriptions (especia l-
ly of early graves) are almost invariably in 
1 talian or in Sicilian dialect . Ceramic pho-
tographs of the deceased are frequently 
embedded in grave markers or vault doors . 
Regarding these photographic images and 
their use in Spanish and Italian memorials, 
one researcher notes: "Pioneer Spanish and 
Italian settlers say that this custom was fol-
lowed in their youth in their own coun-
tries." The assertion is supported by one 
aged Italian immigrant's explanation . 
It is probably because he [the Italian] 
loves life and animation ... When we vis-
it a relative's grave and see his lifelike 
picture gazing at us from his monu-
ment, it obscures the memory of his 
death .21 
There is no question that the Italian 
57 
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Club Ce metery in Ybor Cit y resembles a 
burying ground in la te nineteenth or ea rly 
twentieth century Italy, ra ther than any con-
tempora ry model among American ceme-
teries. Nevertheless, the resemblance is not 
exact. The l 'Unione ltaliana Cemetery is a 
singula r and highly charged cultu ral docu-
ment, one that displays both similarities to 
and differences from the graveya rds in Ital-
ian immigra nts' homeland. What are the 
implica ti ons fo r a cultu ra l his torian of these 
simila riti es and diffe rences? To answer that 
ques tion , an examination of the ceme te ry 
as material culture must be essayed . As 
with other studies of the aes thetic, litera ry, 
and iconographic content of ceme te ries, fl 
Cim itero l'U nione Italiana - silent for so 
long - will the n spea k eloquently of its past. 
Illustrations 
The front entra nce, with ornamental iron a rch, of fl Cim itero l'Union c Jca liana. (1\/l photograp hs 
qf' the cemetery arc courtesy of John McEwen.) 
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This gravestone for Ade la Ferlita, like most in th e 
Itali an Club Cemete ry, bea rs an inscription in Ital-
ian . Translated into English , it reads : "Like a beau-
tiful flower wilted in the bes t part of your life , your 
swee t image will be forever prese nt in th e broken 
hearts of your parents. " The epitaph is highly in-
teresting in that it conforms to a prevalent main-
stream Ame rican cultural trend of the period : the 
"domesti ca ti on of death ," in which dea th is depict-
ed in pastoral te rms and the departed - often char-
acterized as a bloom or fl ower - is sepa rated in 
body but not memory from loved ones. American 
examples a rc: " Budded on ea rth to bloom in Il eav-
en," a nd "Gone from our home, but not from our 
hearts." That this contempo rary American epitaph 
style should be couched in Sic ilian dialect is a 
marke r of th e cross-cu ltural exchanges a t work 
in Yho r City's Ita lian community. 
An angel surmoun ts the mausoleum of Francesco F'e rlita and 
Maria , his wife . The Ferli ta fam il y came to Ybor City in the 
1890s and built a bakery at Nine teenth Street and Nin th Av-
enue. The business throve until the ea rly 19 70s , when urban 
blight marginalized the neighborh ood. 
This enameled portrait of Maria Ferlita , wife of Francesco, is a f-
fixed to he r va ult (be low that of her husband) in the famil y mau-
soleum. It displays th e photographic rea lism and permanence that 
made such memoria l images popular with Ita li an mourners. 
59 
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Filippo Cagnina mausoleum. Sici l-
ian soc iety was strongly pat ri a rcha l. 
A common prac ti ce was to desig-
na te fa mil y tombs with the full 
name of the male head of the 
household , in thi s case Filippo 
Cagnina. !!is socia l and famili a l 
primacy is re in fo rced by a port ra it 
bust in ma rble, whic h surmounts 
the mausoleum . 
i\s thi s ena meled photograph of Fil-
ippo Cagnina (a ffix ed to th e door of 
Cagnina's va ult ) attes ts , the port ra it 
bust in s tone a top the Cagnina 
mausoleum is highly life like. The 
dappe r Ita li an in a noncha lant pose 
conveys the essence of immigrant 
success . 
60
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The grave marker of lvla ria Mic heli combines several 
characteristic e lements of "ordinary" gravesites at the 
Ita lian Clu b Cemetery: an enameled portrait of the de-
ceased, decorative tile mosaics , and urns for floral trib-
utes. The grave marker bears a curious error: Micheli 's 
birthdate, 1988, is surely 1898. J\t this gravesi te , as at 
many others, the adjacent graves are a lmost touching, 
with masonry and stone ra ilings onl y an inch or two 
apart. 
At l'Unione lta liana Cemetery, the widespread American 
late nineteenth and ea rly twentieth centu ry cemete ry 
aesthetic that produced fo rests of memorial statuary is 
far less evide nt. Neve rtheless , there a re some striking 
and iconographic examples , such as this angel scattering 
daisies. In grave art of the period , daisies often ma rked 
the graves of children or young people, whose lives, like 
the daisy's, were brief and fragile. The daisy is also a sym-
bol of the Virgin Ma ry, whose love, like the ubiquitous 
fl ower, ca n grow nearly everywhere. 
The grave of Ca rm ela Ruvolo (b. 1838 - cl. 1922) , like 
that of Ma ria Micheli and countless othe rs , combines a 
photographic ename led portrait and decorative colored 
tiles. 
This stone grave angel holds a palm leaf. Used by Ro-
mans as a symbol of victory, the palm leaf came to sym-
bolize, among early Christians , a martyr's triumphant 
sacrifice. Nineteenth and ea rly twentieth century grave 
art borrowed the motif to symbolize victory ove r death. 
6 1 
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One of the most high ly charged nine teenth and ea rly 
twentie th century gravestone motifs is this figure, Hope , 
often mate rialized as a comely young woman and a l-
ways featuring an anchor. The Biblical source is the 
Epistle to the l lebrews 6: 19: Which hope we have an 
anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast. The single 
star in the fi gure's diadem crown suggests the light of 
ll eaven , to which the figure gazes, while the wreath of 
flowers in her hand symboli zes the putting aside of 
earthl y laurels in deference to a heavenly crown, as 
well as Life's fragility. 
While most burial sites at th e Italian Club Cemete ry arc 
unprepossessing, a number - perhaps five pe rcent - a re 
e legant and even grand mausoleums. The l'v!idulla tomb, 
with its baroque roofline , marble facings, and copper doors 
with raised floral designs , is one of th e most appea ling. 
Unlike mainstrea m Ame rican cemeteries of the period , wh ich pri zed winding pathways and garden-like 
a rrangements of graves, the rule at fl Cimit ero l'Union e /ta liana is rectilinear order. l le re a row of mau-
soleums marches in tight formation, with benches arrayed in front for mourners . While benches of this sort 
in mainstream Anglo cemeteries a re usua lly install ed facing awa y from the tomb, they are here resolute ly 
turned inward , expressing both an intense focus on loss and the centrality ofj'ami~lia in Sicili an li fe. 
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One of th e ra re Anglo graves a t the 
ceme tery, that of Annie I lo lloman 
(b. 1886 - cl . 1901), is one of only 
two to displa y an orn amental iron 
enclosure . Such enclosures we re the 
norm in Ame rican cemete ries of the 
period , but we re unknown in the 
European buria l sites that served as 
the inspirat ion for immigrant ce me-
teries such as fl Cimit eru l'Unione 
!taha na. 
The Fa mil y Licata mauso leum is 
se rene and dignified , but houses a 
shoc king piece of Ybor City his to-
ry. Within ar c in te rred fi ve vic tims 
of th e famil y, parents and three 
childre n , murdered in th eir sleep 
by an olde r son , a pa ranoid schizo-
phreni c , on October 1 7, 1933. 
Recurrent vandali sm at the cemete ry has dam-
aged or destroyed many monuments and grave 
art. This fin e sta tue of Cor Jesu (denoted by the 
hea rt encirc led by thorns) has lost an a rm , hand , 
and head. 
6J 
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ENDNOTES 
l. Mormino, Ga ry R. and George E. Pozzetta. The Im-
m igrant World ql Ybor City: Italians and their 
Latin Neighbors in Tampa, 1885-1885 (Ga ines-
ville: Univers ity Press of Florida , 1998) 69. 
2. In addition to la rge numbers of Cubans and Si-
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